
Re gional 
Dif fer ences in
Fam ily Pov erty
That pov erty rates vary con sid era bly
across re gions has been con firmed; 
rea sons for these varia tions need to 
be un der stood in or der to de sign ap pro -
pri ate Fed eral an ti pov erty poli cies. This
study was un der taken to ex am ine how
char ac ter is tics of the poor and non poor
vary among re gions and to de ter mine
which fac tors con trib ute to re gional 
dif fer ences in pov erty rates.

Who Is in Pov erty?

The of fi cial U.S. pov erty sta tis tics are
based on a meth od ol ogy de vel oped at
the So cial Se cu rity Ad min istra tion in 
the 1960's, which sets in come thresholds
be low which a fam ily is clas si fied as
poor. The thresh olds vary with to tal 
fam ily size, number of fam ily mem bers
who are chil dren, and whether the
house holder is 65 years or older. Each
year the thresh olds are ad justed for 
in fla tion by in dex ing to the CPI- U. 
The of fi cial U.S. pov erty rate in 1994
was 11.6 per cent.

The Na tional Acad emy of Sci ences 
rec om mends that pov erty thresh olds
vary over geo graphic units to re flect 
dif fer ences in the cost of hous ing. 
Other alter na tive meth ods of meas ur ing
poverty in cor po rate ad di tional ad just ment
factors, such as the value of non medi cal, 
in-  kind gov ern ment pro gram bene fits—
food stamps, hous ing sub si dies, and
subsidized school lunches. When these
factors are con sid ered, the pov erty rate
in 1994 was 10.4 per cent.

Re gional fam ily pov erty rates are 
pre sented in ta ble 1. Pat terns of pov erty
are gen er ally con sis tent, re gard less 
of meas ure. The West South Cen tral 
re gion, New York, and Cali for nia are
above the na tional av er age, whereas
New Eng land, the North Cen tral regions,
the Mid dle At lan tic re gion (ex clud ing
New York), the South At lan tic re gion,
the Moun tain re gion, and the Pa cific 
re gion (ex clud ing Cali for nia) are con sis -
tently be low the na tional av er age—
al though their rela tive rank ings vary  
ac cord ing to the meas ure of pov erty
used.

Re gional Dif fer ences in       
Pov erty for Spe cific Groups

Us ing data from the March 1995 
Cur rent Popu la tion Sur vey, this study
ex am ines so cio eco nomic and demo -
graphic char ac ter is tics of about 40,000
U.S. fami lies and how pov erty rates
vary over re gions for spe cific sub groups 
of the popu la tion. Ta ble 2 pres ents 
pov erty rates for fami lies with dif fer ent
char ac ter is tics by re gion.

In all 11 geo graphi cal ar eas, the pov erty 
rate for fami lies in which the head does
not have a high school di ploma was
much greater than the over all fam ily
pov erty rate. The pov erty rate for this
group was es pe cially high in ar eas of
high over all pov erty—the West South
Cen tral re gion, New York, and Cali fornia. 

Fami lies headed by a sin gle woman
with at least one child un der age 6 had
high rates of pov erty in all re gions; 
how ever, the pov erty rate was some -
what be low the na tional av er age in 
the high- poverty West South Cen tral 
re gion and slightly above the na tional
av er age in low - poverty New Eng land.
High est rates were in New York State
and the East South Cen tral re gion. 
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Fami lies that have a Black or His panic
head had high rates of pov erty in all 
re gions. For Blacks, high est rates were
in the West South Cen tral, Pa cific 
(ex clud ing Cali for nia), and New England
geo graphic divisions. Low est pov erty
rates for fami lies headed by Blacks were
in Cali for nia. His panic fami lies had
high est rates in New York State and
New Eng land, with low est rates in the
South At lan tic re gion.

Fami lies headed by a re cent im mi grant
from a non- English-  speaking coun try
had high pov erty rates es pe cially in the
East South Cen tral, Moun tain, New
York State, and the West South Cen tral
re gions. Pov erty rates for this group
were low est in the Mid dle At lan tic     
re gion (ex clud ing New York State).

Re gional Dif fer ences in the
Com po si tion of the Poor

New Eng land and the Pa cific re gions 
(ex clud ing Cali for nia) had rela tively
low pro por tions of poor with fam ily
heads who lacked a high school di ploma 
(ta ble 3). Fami lies with fe male heads 
are a higher pro por tion of the poor in 
the rela tively low - poverty New Eng land 
and East North Cen tral re gions than in
the high - poverty West South Cen tral 
re gion and Cali for nia. Black fami lies
make up a higher pro por tion of the poor
(and non poor) in the South ern re gions
than else where. His panic fami lies are   
a higher pro por tion (53 per cent) of the
poor (and non poor) in Cali for nia. Im mi -
grant fami lies are a larger share of both
the poor and non poor in New York and
Cali for nia.

Na tion wide, most of the poor are ei ther
headed by a fe male (53 per cent) or by
some one with out a high school di ploma
(40 per cent). In New Eng land, New York,
and the East North Cen tral re gions, over 
60 per cent of the poor fami lies are headed 
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Ta ble 1. Re gional dif fer ences in fam ily pov erty rates, 1994

Cen sus 
geo graphic 

di vi sion Pov erty rate

Pov erty rate 
ad justed for 
cost of liv ing

Pov erty rate
ad justed for

cost of liv ing
and in- kind

bene fits

Per cent
New Eng land 8.2 9.8 9.4

Maine, New Hamp shire, 
Ver mont, Mas sa chu setts, 
Rhode Is land, Con necti cut

Mid dle At lan tic 8.9 9.1 8.1
(ex clud ing New York)
New Jer sey, Penn syl va nia

New York State 14.8 16.1 15.3
East North Cen tral 10.7 10.3 8.9

Ohio, In di ana, Il li nois,
Michi gan, Wis con sin

West North Cen tral 9.4 8.1 7.2
Min ne sota, Iowa, Mis souri,
North Da kota, South Da kota
Ne braska, Kan sas

South Al tan tic 10.6 10.2 9.2
Dela ware, Mary land, 
Dis trict of Co lum bia, Vir ginia,
West Vir ginia, North Caro lina,
South Caro lina, Geor gia, Flor ida

East South Cen tral 13.1 11.0 9.7
Ken tucky, Ten nes see,
Ala bama, Mis sis sippi

West South Cen tral 15.8 14.5 12.6
Ar kan sas, Lou isi ana,
Okla homa, Texas

Moun tain 9.7 9.0 8.0
Mon tana, Idaho, Wyo ming,
Colo rado, New Mex ico, Ari zona,
Utah, Ne vada

Pa cific 8.7 9.0 8.4
(ex clud ing Cali for nia)
Wash ing ton, Ore gon

Cali for nia 14.4 17.1 15.9
United States 11.6 11.6 10.4

Source:Tri est, R.K., 1997, Re gional dif fer ences in fam ily pov erty, New Eng land Eco nomic Re view,
Janu ary/Feb ru ary, pp. 3-17.



by a fe male. Forty - nine per cent of the
poor fami lies in Cali for nia and the West 
South Cen tral re gion have a head who
did n't fin ish high school.

These de scrip tive sta tis tics sug gest that
both eco nomic and demo graphic fac tors 
help to ex plain re gional dif fer ences in
pov erty rates. Edu ca tional at tain ment
var ies over re gions and is strongly as so -
ci ated with a re duced prob abil ity of 
be ing poor. Demo graphic fac tors such
as the fam ily be ing headed by a sin gle
par ent or by a mem ber of a mi nor ity are
as so ci ated with an in creased prob abil ity
of be ing poor.

Rela tive Im por tance of Fac tors
Un der ly ing Re gional 
Dif fer ences in Fam ily Pov erty

A set of pro bit re gres sions was used to
ex am ine de ter mi nants of fam ily pov erty 
status. When only geo graphic area in di -
ca tor vari ables were in cluded, the prob -
abil ity of be ing poor is lower in New
Eng land than in the other ar eas. 

The sec ond re gres sion added vari ables
in di cat ing whether the fam ily is headed
by a sin gle woman (and the number of 
chil dren un der age 6 in these fami lies) 

or by a mar ried cou ple. A pov erty
thresh old vari able was also in cluded 
in this re gres sion. Since the pov erty
thresh olds in crease with fam ily size, a
re gion with a higher- than- average share
of large fami lies might be ex pected to
have a higher - than - average pov erty rate. 
How ever, only small dif fer ences in 
the geo graphic area co ef fi cients were
ob served (ta ble 4). There fore, al though
these vari ables are use ful in pre dict ing
whether a given fam ily will be poor,
they are not as help ful in ex plain ing   
in ter re gional dif fer ences in pov erty.
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Ta ble 2. Re gional dif fer ences in pov erty rates for spe cific groups, 1994

Cen sus
geo graphic

di vi sion
All

fami lies

Head with 
no high school

di ploma1

Fe male head
with chil dren

less than 
6 years old

Black
fam ily
head

His panic
fam ily
head

Head
im mi grated
within last
10 years2

Per cent

New Eng land 8.2 19.9 62.9 33.4 37.4 21.9

Mid dle At lan tic 
  (ex clud ing New York)

8.9 21.1 63.2 29.2 25.5 17.2

New York State 14.8 36.9 71.5 27.9 37.8 41.8

East North Cen tral 10.7 26.1 64.1 32.6 20.0 22.8

West North Cen tral 9.4 24.5 52.6 30.2 21.0 21.6

South At lan tic 10.6 24.1 58.3 22.1 18.8 21.5

East South Cen tral 13.1 27.1 68.8 28.3 20.3 47.0

West South Cen tral 15.8 36.6 60.1 33.8 30.2 41.4

Moun tain 9.7 27.8 63.1 28.6 26.3 45.0

Pa cific 
  (exc lud ing Cali for nia)

8.7 18.5 57.5 33.4 20.4 28.2

Cali for nia 14.4 36.5 63.2 19.7 28.8 36.1

United States 11.6 28.7 62.5 27.4 27.9 32.5

1Com puted based only on fami lies where nei ther the head nor spouse was more than 65 years old.
2In di vidu als were clas si fied as im mi grants only if they were born in a coun try where Eng lish is not the domi nant lan guage.

Source: Tri est, R.K., 1997, Re gional dif fer ences in fam ily pov erty, New Eng land Eco nomic Re view, Janu ary/Feb ru ary, pp. 3-17.



A third re gres sion added a meas ure of a
fam ily's po ten tial earn ings—the amount
that could be earned by adult fam ily
mem bers if all of them were to work   
full time for the en tire year. Wage rates
were im puted for sam ple mem bers who
were not work ing. Re gional vari ables
were not in cluded in the wage im pu ta -
tions. Thus, the dis tri bu tion of the earn -
ings ca pac ity meas ure will vary over
re gions be cause of dif fer ences across 
re gions in the dis tri bu tion of work ers'
char ac ter is tics. How these char acter is tics
are “priced” in the re gional la bor mar kets
will not af fect the dis tri bu tion of the
earn ings ca pac ity meas ure. For ex am ple, 

re gional varia tion in the earn ings ca pac ity
meas ure will cap ture dif fer ences in the
level of edu ca tional at tain ment across
re gions but not in ter re gional dif fer ences
in the eco nomic re turn to edu ca tion.

All of the geo graphic co ef fi cients 
de crease in size when the earn ings 
ca pac ity vari able is in cluded in the
speci fi ca tion—most of them, sub stan -
tially (ta ble 4). Only the one for New
York re mains sta tis ti cally sig nifi cant.
Thus, a ma jor rea son why other re gions
have higher pov erty rates than does 

New Eng land is that a larger pro por tion
of their popu la tions have low earn ings
ca pac ity. Once the abil ity of fami lies 
to work their way out of pov erty is con -
trolled for, the re gional ef fects are much 
smaller. In ter re gional varia tion in the
dis tri bu tion of hu man capi tal ap pears to
be the domi nant force in gen er at ing the
re gional dis pari ties in pov erty rates.

Further re gres sions in cluded ad di tional
vari ables that meas ure con straints in the
la bor mar ketplace re lated to dis crimi na -
tion, poor lan guage skills, or lack of  
de mand (re cent im mi gra tion, for example). 
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Ta ble 3. Re gional dif fer ences in the com po si tion of the poor, 1994

Cen sus
geo graphic

di vi sion

Head with
no high school

di ploma1

Fe male
fam ily
head

Black
fam ily
head

His panic
fam ily
head

Head
im mi grated
within last
10 years

Per cent

New Eng land 30.8 63.3 17.6 17.2 6.4

Mid dle At lan tic (ex clud ing New York) 35.4 57.2 29.3 14.8 4.6

New York State 41.4 60.1 30.7 30.4 16.9

East North Cen tral 34.0 62.2 33.1 5.3 2.5

West North Cen tral 32.7 43.7 18.1 2.7 2.0

South At lan tic 39.6 55.3 42.4 9.6 4.2

East South Cen tral 43.1 58.2 41.1 1.3 .5

West South Cen tral 49.0 43.8 30.0 33.8 6.2

Moun tain 36.7 48.3 7.2 38.5 10.7

Pa cific (exc lud ing Cali for nia) 20.2 49.4 9.1 5.9 7.0

Cali for nia 49.3 41.6 8.6 53.3 19.5

United States 40.3 52.6 27.5 21.4 7.6

1Com puted based only on fami lies where nei ther the head nor spouse was more than 65 years old.

Source: Tri est, R.K., 1997, Re gional dif fer ences in fam ily pov erty, New Eng land Eco nomic Re view, Janu ary/Feb ru ary, pp. 3-17.



In sum mary, much of the varia tion 
in pov erty rates across re gions can be
ex plained by varia tion in the po ten tial
earn ings of fami lies rela tive to the 
pov erty thresh olds de ter mined by family
size and com po si tion. Re cent Fed eral
an ti pov erty pol icy gives more lee way 
to States in de sign ing pro grams, set ting
lim its on the time that in di vidu als can
col lect bene fits, and re quir ing a greater
de gree of la bor mar ket ac tiv ity by welfare 
re cipi ents. Al though the pri mary goal 
of wel fare re form is not to re duce in ter -
re gional dif fer ences in pov erty, Gov ern -
ment pol icy can af fect dif fer ences in 
the pov erty rate across re gions. Hu man
capi tal ac cu mu la tion may be ac cel er ated 
with greater in volve ment of the low-
 income popu la tion in the la bor force,
but this re quires ma jor new train ing and
edu ca tion pro grams. Low - skilled workers
face in creas ing com pe ti tion for jobs in
areas that have large wel fare populations.
In the ab sence of changes in the inter -
 regional dis tri bu tion of hu man capi tal,
in ter re gional dif fer ences in pov erty rates 
are likely to con tinue.

Source: Tri est, R.K., 1997, Re gional dif fer ences in 
fam ily pov erty, New Eng land Eco nomic Re view,
Janu ary/Feb ru ary, pp.3- 17.
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Ta ble 4. Fam ily pov erty pro bit re gres sions1

Cen sus
geo graphic

di vi sion

Di vi sion
ef fects
only

Pov erty
thresh old and

se lected
demo graphic

vari ables
added

Earn ings
ca pac ity
added

Mid dle At lan tic (ex clud ing New York) .009
(.010)

.016
(.012)

.007
(.013)

New York State .081
(.012)

.065
(.013)

.059
(.014)

East North Cen tral .032
(.009)

.027
(.010)

–.003
(.011)

West North Cen tral .016
(.011)

.036
(.012)

.011
(.013)

South At lan tic .030
(.009)

.035
(.010)

.009
(.012)

East South Cen tral .061
(.011)

.065
(.013)

.018
(.013)

West South Cen tral .091
(.011)

.105
(.012)

.053
(.013)

Moun tain .019
(.011)

.029
(.013)

.000
(.014)

Pa cific (exc lud ing Cali for nia) .007
(.012)

.017
(.014)

–.004
(.015)

Cali for nia .075
(.010)

.072
(.012)

.037
(.013)

In (Pov erty thresh old) .175
(.007)

.343
(.008)

In (Earn ings ca pac ity) –.303
(.005)

Mar ried cou ple fam ily –.169
(.009)

–.019
(.009)

Fe male fam ily head .064
(.009)

.014
(.009)

Num ber of own chil dren less than 6
in a female- headed fam ily

.128
(.005)

.030
(.006)

1For bi nary varia bles, the co ef fi cients are changes in the prob abil ity of be ing in pov erty as so ci ated with
the vari able be ing equal to one rather than zero; for con tinu ous vari ables, the co ef fi cients are the par tial
de riva tives of the prob abil ity of be ing in pov erty. Stan dard er rors are in pa ren the ses.

Source: Tri est, R.K., 1997, Re gional dif fer ences in fam ily pov erty, New Eng land Eco nomic Re view,
Janu ary/Feb ru ary, pp. 3-17.


